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The Wall
by A nne Helen Jupiter
I heard the crying, punctuated by gasps for air that 
refilled the lungs of the crier. I hadn’t been living in this 
duplex long when, like a persistent hum, it emerged 
slowly from the background noise and permeated my
consciousness.
The landlord, who talked at length every time he col­
lected the rent, had felt inclined to enlighten me about 
the type of people who lived next door. “A young cou­
ple with no real future, just don’t have much smarts,” he 
had said as he twirled his finger at this temple. He was 
being generous to let them stay, he said, because the 
man’s work history wasn’t dependable, but they always 
paid their rent within days of when it was owed.
When I first moved in, I wanted to stay off to myself. 
Licking my wounds, some might say. I’d have to admit 
the people I work with were right; I hadn’t known it was 
coming. At least, that’s what I tell everybody; looking 
back, the signals were there in blazing neon, but I paid 
no attention. Now I was fending for myself.
As for dating, well, my wife has stated that I was a 
cold fish, one of the reasons for the divorce. Apparently, 
I shouldn’t have to worry about the children, since, I had 
never been home enough for either of them to miss me 
now anyway. That was something else I hadn’t noticed 
until it was too late.
So here I am: a man of thirty-eight, in good health, 
with all my teeth and hair.
My work provides a steady stimulus. As the person­
nel administrator in my firm, I assure everyone in the 
corporation the security of their benefits. I delegate to 
supervisors the sticky emotional problems that arise 
among the staff, because I once attempted to intercede
during an disagreement, but the situation turned into a 
fiasco. I just couldn’t understand why they were getting 
so upset. I was simply stating the rules, and to this day 
I still don’t see what all the fuss was about.
I will have the children every other weekend. That 
will be more difficult. As I hadn’t had much to say to 
them when I lived with them, I had no idea what I 
would say now, or even what I would do with them. 
What does a person do with a boy of fifteen and a girl of 
twelve? But that could wait for later.
Later. I thought a lot about that now. I has always 
assumed that I had a lot of time for things later.
One evening as I was scraping burnt rice off the bot­
tom of the pan, I heard the child’s wail trumpet. As the 
cries thumped up the stairs, they butted with the adult 
voices, shrieking at each other. Then feet thundered 
down the stairs and the door crashed behind them. 
Dishes in my sink rattled. Slowly, as I waited for the TV 
dinner to release its delectable delights from their frozen 
prison, the child’s wailing faded to sniveling then to 
silence. I stood across the room from the wall, thinking, 
people have to help themselves. You just can’t expect the 
world to be there just because you need something.
The next night, my next-door company remained 
silent. I sat, putting forkful after forkful in my mouth, 
casually, not waiting. The big hand of the clock inched 
its lonely journey down the right side of its face. A car 
in the street, tires squealing, rubber burning, made its 
getaway. This time the sobbing had a different quality to 
it; I heard the sadness. In the quiet of the minute, I 
heard a pleading “Mommy,” and a loud smack that 
answered it. Now there were two crying, each telling of
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their sorrow and betrayal. Sometimes you could hear 
the higher pitched voice say, “Things are going to get 
better.”
Work became a time to endure in order to return to 
the apartment and listen. Occasionally friends would 
invite me out for a drink. Others had a nice person they 
wanted me to meet— someone else who was divorced. 
But I refused with weak excuses of important things to 
do at home. They shook their heads. 1 knew some were 
saying, “Give him time.”
At night I waited for the melee to begin, as if I was 
a member of the cast. Each incident followed a routine. 
He would get home and the hum of their conversation 
would rumble. Whacks and thumps would sound 
through the wall. She would plead, and her tears would 
goad him into more. Other nights, the child would bab­
ble and the mother would hush him, but to no avail. 
Either way, the eruption occurred, the door would slam 
shut, the tires would screech his departure. I was left 
standing in the middle of the room, listening to their 
moaning.
During the day I wondered if there was anyone I 
could speak to about my neighbors. I went through the 
list of my friends; they were all my wife’s. Maybe it was 
better to keep it to myself.
One night the door didn’t slam and the tires didn’t 
squeal. The screaming continued. The wall was pound­
ed.
All three joined in. The man was yelling about how 
unfair life was. The woman would bounce between pla- 
cating— "It’ll work out,”— and accusing— ”If you’d only 
listen! The baby blubbered, “I be good.” It went on for 
hours, stomping and tramping like the hammering of a 
thunderstorm. I stood at arm’s length from the wall, 
swelling and aching with each beat.
I had never known there was so much intensity in
this world. Maybe if my wife and I had debated more or 
had questioned things, we would still be together. Yet 
emotions could carry a person away. At my office I 
watched my co-workers and wondered if they too suf­
fered through violent storms at home. I amazed myself 
with how little I knew about the people with whom I 
had been working for years.
I listened all night to the couple next door, standing 
one foot away from the wall. The next day, I was bleary- 
eyed and yawning. Co-workers accused me of having 
stayed up late for some perverted reason having to do 
with “young blood.” I had to hurry home. They 
laughed that there was still life in the old boy. I had to 
get home to my next door family.
Saturday afternoon, standing in the doorway look­
ing out onto the street, I heard the door shut in their 
apartment. The woman crossed the street in a bulky 
jacket with a bright-colored scarf tied around her head. 
The child was held at her side, zipped in a snow suit and 
boots with only rosy checks showing. I raced outside, 
pulling on my coat. I wanted a glimpse. I wanted a face 
with the sobs.
Inside the grocery store, she loosened her jacket and 
removed her scarf. Long, wavy blonde hair fell to her 
shoulders. She undid the child’s suit and removed his 
hood. His hair was as thick and wavy as his mother’s. 
She moved quickly, sure of what she needed.
Surprised by my own cunning, I rushed down the 
other aisle so I would be facing them. As they 
approached me, I did not know what I had expected. A 
maiden in need of rescuing? It had been a long time 
since I had viewed myself as a white knight. If ever.
The toddler threw an orange on the floor which 
rolled to my feet. The woman came around the cart, 
sputtering reprimands to the child and stooped as I did 
to pick it up. I reached it first and handed it to her. She
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smiled, a bright and young smile, filled with the kind of 
indifference only the young have. But her blue eyes were 
those of a washwoman of the Victorian age on an icy day. 
They had quit looking for tomorrow because today was 
hard enough.
As the two strolled past me, I smiled at the baby. 
The child stared back, face void of any curiosity. He did­
n’t smile, daring me to give him a reason to trust. Other 
children in the store wrestled with wrapped packages, 
their smiles spreading from eyes to ears. A few sat hold­
ing onto the bar of the shopping cart, gurgling with 
delight when their mother’s face came back into view. A 
few others, like my neighbor’s child, had no light in their 
eyes. It was so obvious, once you noticed. Is that why I 
had never looked before?
As a man walked up behind the woman, the child 
grabbed her jacket and pulled her to him. The mother 
shook him off, telling the child to behave as the man 
touched her shoulder. He was taller than his wife and as 
slender, smiling wide.
I stared. He didn’t have horns or scars crisscrossing 
his face. If I hadn’t seen them together, I would never 
have guessed he was the one. This man hung his arm 
over his wife’s shoulders. He leaned close, saying hi to 
his child. He laughed and she laughed. The baby 
watched.
The man looked over and caught me staring. He 
smiled, said hello. I smiled, tipped my hat, then he gave 
me his back and whispered to the young woman. His 
wife peeked from around his shoulder and glanced over 
at me. I scooped up a package of hot dogs, and hurried 
away. Now I was the one under scrutiny.
I waited inside the shadows of the doorway of my 
apartment. As the couple walked by, the husband’s 
hands struck the air in front of him as he told his tale to 
his wife. The child slipped on the ice. With one hand,
the father grabbed the child by the back of the hood, 
pulling his hair, and lifted the child to his feet. The 
mother turned away and checked to see if anyone was 
watching. Child tears continued as the family entered 
their home. Inside, I heard him say, “Enough of your 
bawling. W hat you gonna do? Grow up to be a wimp? 
Then there was stumbling as mother, carrying child, 
bolted up the stairs.
That night my children arrived for dinner. That’s all 
the time they had to spare for me, they said. I asked 
about school. They both answered, “Fine.” I asked 
them what they were doing now. They both answered, 
“Nothing.” We sat down to eat.
My daughter complained, “At home, Mom never 
serves us on paper plates. How come we have to eat off 
paper plates? Even on picnics, you’d make Mom serve us 
on regular plates.” Her face tilted upwards, her finger 
poking at the paper plate.
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My son rescued me. “H ot dogs! Great! We haven’t 
had anything like this for a long time.”
My daughters face lowered a notch from its lofty 
heights. “Mom’s on a nutrition kick. She’s worried 
about our psyches, now that we’re from a broken home.”
“Yeah, she can’t do enough, the more she worries 
about being a good mother, the more new theories we 
have to go through. You know, the other day she goes, 
“We’re going to have family meetings. Every week!’ Boy, 
if you were living with us that sure wouldn’t be happen­
ing.”
Staggering from my son’s comment, I heard the 
neighbor’s door banging shut.
My daughter sniffed at her hot dog and proceeded to 
camouflage it with ketchup, mustard, and relish.
My son drew out a piece of paper from his pants 
pocket and pushed it towards me, leaving a ketchup 
thumb print on it. “Sir, by the way, could you sign this 
release form so I can go skiing with my class next 
Thursday?”
I eyed the piece of paper, bewildered as to what I 
should ask or know about such events. “Shouldn’t your 
mother be the one to sign this? She’s always been the 
one that’s taken care of this sort of problem.”
Yeah, I know, but she wanted me to at least ask, just 
in case you were feeling lonely, and to make you feel like 
we still need you.”
His sister turned on him. “You bozo, Mom told you 
not to say that part.”
My son spoke with his mouth full. “Twerp. Just for­
got. Anyway he doesn’t mind. Never has before, you 
moron.”
Pointing a fork, she says, “Don’t call me names, air­
head.”
I watched them attack each other with a vengeance 
that startled me. I had never seen them like this. Each
morning, my daughter had bounced out of the house, 
dressed in the high fashion I had afforded her. My son 
had returned home after school with just enough time to 
change clothes and head out for some sports practice. I 
was mystified as to how to stop their bickering when the 
bellowing from next door outdid them. They stopped, 
looked at each other, then at me.
“W ho’s that?” My daughter’s nose rose into the air.
“My neighbors,” I replied, feeling protective of 
them.
“Well, aren’t you going to do anything?” my daugh­
ter asked.
Her brother shouted, “How do you know anything 
gots to get done?”
At that moment, the child wailed for a release from 
his tragedy.
Wow, you got some neighbors, Dad,” my son said.
“Does this kind of stuff go on often?” my daughter 
asked, curiosity winning.
I was reluctant to divulge any essentials about the 
people next door. They had become my life, and I had 
no idea how to include my children.
“We had a film just the other day about this kind of 
stuff,” my son said.
“Did they have any suggestions?” I asked.
“They said to call the Social Rehabilitation Services,” 
my son advised.
“Yeah, us too. We saw this film and someone spoke 
about it. Bit it don’t make no difference.” Thumps 
sounded from next door. “You see what I mean?” My 
daughter looked at me with eyes that reminded me of 
my mother.
I asked, “You don’t think those people can be 
helped?”
“People have to help themselves. The world isn’t 
going to be there just because you need something.”
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I stared at her, listening to echoes of my statements 
mouthed word for word. J^CTiat had I done? Had I 
always believed that? Did I still? The slamming door 
shook the walls and was followed by tires escaping.
“Wow, that guy’s rough on his car.” My son tilted his 
head listening to the disappearing noise.
The weeping filled our senses.
“At least,” my son turned to his sister, “those people 
talk to each other.”
They exchanged glances. “Mom said to be nice.
My son stuffed a quarter of his hot dog into his 
mouth and reached for another. My daughter glared at 
him. I wondered if I should comment on my son’s eat­
ing habits.
I looked from one of my children to the other. Their 
mother loved taking care of them and our home. I had 
been free to do my job without trepidation. I had lis­
tened attentively as friends shared their troubles from 
home. When it had been time, my wife and I planned 
the children. I had provided the food on the table and 
the roof over their heads. Isn’t that what my role had 
been? Isn’t that all that had been expected from me?
“Dad, you gonna sign this or not?” He waved the 
release form in the air, adding a spot of mustard.
“No, tell your mother she has my total confidence in 
her ability to decide what is best for you.”
My son folded the paper and was putting it back into 
his pocket when I heard him mutter, “I knew he would­
n’t want to be bothered.” He then stuffed himself with 
his fifth hot dog.
Stunned, I searched my children’s faces, attempting 
to find a resemblance to myself. The crying increased in 
volume. Over my shoulder on reflex, I asked my wife to 
quiet the child. Noise at supper time is bad for the diges­
tion. My children looked away.
A short time later, they had to leave or else they
would be late. I understood, didn’t I? At least I wasn’t 
like their mother, always worried about them.
After they left, I stood in front of the wall that divid­
ed the apartments. I could hear the young wife’s muffled 
crying. I put my hand on the wall, jerking it away quick­
ly. I scolded myself. The heat from my own hand had 
frightened me.
Mother and child both sobbed now. I could imag­
ine them, with their arms around each other, rocking in 
rhythm. So little strength to share. I worried; how 
much more could she take? Except, it was her problem. 
She could call the police herself. Right. Why should 1 
get involved? They weren’t family; they were just neigh­
bors. I had no real business getting into someone elses 
life.
Their tears and whimpers fused into a tune of 
despair. On the wall, I saw the child I had been so long 
ago reaching up for a hand. Play with me. In a minute, 
in a minute, was the reply. I watched the dirt-stained 
“child” smile as its tiny hand was enveloped in a bigger, 
rougher, firmer hand. I remembered how safe that small 
“child” had felt with his father.
The security vanished one day.
I watched the “child” searching, chasing, grabbing 
after that feeling and never finding it again. I knew 
exactly when the “child” had decided the hurt was not
worth the seeking. I saw the light go out in the “child’s
»eyes.
I put my hand on the wall. This time I didn’t draw 
it away. Waiting for later had caught up with me. My 
sobs joined theirs.
Much later, I rinsed my swollen eyes with cool water. 
Then I reached for the phone and dialed. “Hello. The 
kids told be about the family meetings. I was wondering 
if I could come to the next one. Yes, I’m all right. I 
think for the first time in a long time, I’m all right.”
38 W e s t
